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Basic understanding

Free will – a belief that people freely choose how they’ll act. 

It’s also a basic working assumption in ordinary life. For eg.: 
the legal system is founded on the basic assumption of 
moral responsibility that implies the importance of free 
will (Sappington, 1990).

Determinism – the view that everything that happens is 
determined. ‘determined’ here does Not mean ‘to be 
resolved’ but rather in context of human freedom it 
means to have a ‘cause’ (Hospers, 1988). 

i.e. nothing happens simply by choice – everything has an 
antecedent cause leading to the choice.



What is it’s importance in Psychology?

“For psychology to make sense, the universe must be, to some degree 
predictable. A ‘psychology’ that doesn’t accept causes of behaviour
or the possibility of prediction is no psychology at all” (Baer, 
Kaufman & Baumeister, 2008).

Psychologists like William James discussed about ‘free will’ (1904) but 
by 1950’s free will or conscious choice started being understood as 
only holdovers from the philosophical beginnings of psychology 
(Sappington, 1990).

But humanistic psychologists like Maslow (1954), Frankl (1965) argued 
for the human ‘free will’. 

Psychologists tried to experimentally see whether human actions ‘feel’ same when 
done voluntarily and when the concerned brain area is directly stimulated 
(Penfield, 1958); whether sensations are differently timed when real physical 
stimulation is provided v/s when the concerned brain area is directly stimulated 
(Libet et al., 1979). Both found the subjective experience of real sensation/action 
occurs earlier/feels different acknowledging conscious experience to be somewhat 
different than only stimulation of concerned brain area.



A brief outline of Libet’s experiment on free will:

Existence of free will means- ‘I’ decide/perform an action. Not my brain – brain areas 
are stimulated after I decide to take the action.
Libet’s (1983, 1985) experiment: asked participants to deliberately & spontaneously 
flex their finger/wrist at their chosen time at last 40 times & measured using EMG –
i. time at which the action occurred- M
ii. Beginning of brain activity in motor cortex – RP (the readiness potential)
iii. Time at which participants consciously decided to act- W (moment of willing-

measured using subjective report of a position of moving light in front of them-
after performing the action they mentioned where the light was when they 
decided to flex their finger/wrist.

Result: W came 200ms before M but RP began 300-500ms before W, i.e. brain activity 
started before conscious decision. … then conscious decision does not cause action?

Criticism: Banks & Pockett (2007)
i. Any methodological problem? – repetitions have yielded similar result
ii. Can such movement be considered as an eg. of free will? – the strongest 

argument. Researches also say brain activity is different between actions with 
consequence & without. 

iii. What exactly are the participants reporting? – W seems to be more a passive 
registration of the onset of a feeling – urge to flex – than an act of will. Willed 
decision have consequences.



Libet rejected the criticisms & he also didn’t conclude that free will is illusion

• Participants in his experiment, sometimes aborted their movement just 
before it happened.

• He found that in those cases the RP started normally but faded out about 
200ms before action was supposed to occur.

• Therefore though consciouness couldn’t freely start the action process – it 
could abort it or prevent it – conscious veto.

• According to Libet (2004)- individuals with OCD, Tourette’s syndrome are 
unable to make this veto response.

• Conscious mental field theory- subjective experience is a unique & 
fundamental property in nature emerging from brain activity which can in 
turn act upon & influence brain activity

According to Libet et al. (1983), compared to spontaneous behaviour, RP starts 
earlier to W when the behaviour is pre-planned. If this gap account for the 
unconscious preparation for action then more the planned behaviour more the 
time for unconscious preparation. For eg., it is known that more incubation time 
goes in thinking of more important decisions. Problem solving & artistic 
creations are also associated to unconscious thinking. 



their philosophical background

• Cause – “to cause something is to produce something or 
to bring about something”. But one must know the exact 
characteristics of the Cause that actually produces the 
Event.

Cause as a temporal precedence: it is not necessary that an 
event preceding another event (B) is causing it. for eg.: 
that there was a church prayer today morning doesn’t 
cause me to give this presentation! 

Causality

FreedomDeterminism 



…contd.
• As a Necessary connection: when we say that A causes B 

it’s implied that there is a necessary connection between A 
& B, i.e. when A occurs B must occur. 

To explain: B is imperative to A. For eg.: “you must stop 
watching tv now or you won’t get the colouring book.” or 
“one must return the money one borrowed”. In the first 
example “must” was used as a command but in the second 
one “must” hints towards a moral responsibility. 

OR in reasoning: the word ‘must’ is used as a logical necessity 
or inference. It is used both in deductive as well as 
inductive reasoning, for eg.:

a) there will be smoke after fire (deduction- if there is fire 
there will be smoke).

b) s/he must have bribed to get the job done (induction –
evidence points towards this inference).



• As a necessary condition: ‘A’ can be said to be a necessary 
condition causing ‘B’ when ‘B’ occurs in connection to ‘A’ 
and never occurs without ‘A’. For eg. oxygen is a necessary 
condition for human life. Or human life will not exist without 
oxygen.

• As a constant conjunction: according to philosopher David 
Hume (1711-1776) C (eg.: rain) is said to be causing E (eg.: 
humidity) when only it is empirically observed to be 
constantly occurring together in nature. The repeatedly 
occurring sequence that humidity follows rain leads us to 
conclude that rain causes humidity. i.e.: C is the cause of E 
only when (a) C precedes E & (b) C & E regularly occur 
together.

According to Hume, the acts of will are also similar – one needs 
to observe ‘what leads to what’ to refer the volition/will to 
be the cause.



• As a necessary and sufficient condition: Now,  necessary 
condition doesn’t always ensure necessary connection. For 
eg: oxygen is necessary for fire (necessary condition) but we 
cannot say that wherever there is oxygen there will be fire 
(necessary connection).

Therefore we can say that Oxygen is a sufficient condition for 
fire – i.e.: if there is oxygen there can be fire but there isn’t 
fire, wherever there is oxygen. According to John Stuart Mill 
(1806 – 1873) the cause is the set of conditions upon the 
fulfillment of which the event invariably occurs. To state 
what is the cause of an event is to enumerate this whole set 
of conditions.



Determinism-
• Determinism is the doctrine of universal causation : it only says 

everything has a cause and that cause can be anything – mental, 
physical, god – whether we ever get to know the cause or not – it 
exists.

• But it’s not Fatalism – everything that happens has a cause and 
humans don’t have the power to change the course of it’s 
happenings. Reflected in slogans like “what will be will be”.

• The opposite of determinism is Indeterminism – everything that 
happens does not have a cause. Things can happen by chance also. 
Indeterminism lacks principle of causality and thus permits 

unpredictability. Freedom is Not indeterminism

Hard determinism: Human 
behaviour is completely 

determined by various factors 
outside the person. Free will & 

moral responsibility are 
meaningless concepts.

Soft determinism: Human 
behaviour is determined but 

people do make conscious choices, 
affecting their lives, between 

different courses of action. The 
choices however are determined.



Biological determinism

The idea that most human characteristics, physical and mental, are determined 
at conception by hereditary factors passed from parent to offspring. Although all 
human traits ultimately are based in a material nature (e.g., memorizing a poem 
involves changing molecular configurations at synapses, where neurons interact), 
the term biological determinism has come to imply a rigid causation largely 
unaffected by environmental factors. Prior to the 20th century and the rediscovery 
of Austrian botanist Gregor Mendel’s work on heredity, a wide variety of factors 
were thought to influence hereditary traits. For example, environmental agents 
were thought to act directly on the mother’s or father’s germ cells (eggs or sperm, 
respectively) or indirectly on the fetus via the mother during pregnancy. After the 
rediscovery of Mendel’s work, theories of biological determinism became 
increasingly formulated in terms of the then new science of genetics. 
Thus, biological determinism became synonymous with genetic determinism, 
though some researchers later considered the two to be distinct.

One of the most prominent movements to apply genetics to understanding social and 
personality traits was the Eugenics movement- originated in the late 19th century, 
coined in 1883 by British explorer and naturalist Francis Galton, who was 
influenced by the theory of natural selection developed by his cousin, Charles 
Darwin. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2018)



Freedom or Free will

• Free will is generally understood in terms of the 
power or ability in us to act otherwise (than what we 
in fact do). 

Absence of free will is to assert that what a man does 
do and what he can do coincides 

And almost all philosophers agree that a necessary 
condition for holding an agent responsible for an act 
is believing that the agent could have refrained from 
performing that act (Inwagen, 1975). Eg: Moral codes



The debate

• Freedom being incompatible to determinism

• Freedom compatible to determinism

• Libertarian views



When Free will is incompatible with (Hard)Determinism

• Following principle of causality – when sufficient condition 
prevails  for event A to occur – it will. Inevitably.  In human 
behaviour for eg. With my characteristics, temperament 
disposition, past experiences, environmental condition (etc.) I 
will chose (say) a vanilla ice cream over two-in-one.  It can be 
said that I could have chosen differently if I wanted to. But to do 
so, any one condition leading to the choice needed to be 
different. 

On a deeper level, the combination of sufficient conditions causing 
our ‘choices’, ‘desires’, ‘actions’ are not within our complete 
control – rather are “linked in a chain of sufficient conditions to 
circumstances that existed long before we were born” (Hospers, 
1988).

Believers: Spinoza, Schopenhauer (philosopher), 

Freud, Skinner (psychologist)



• the “Consequence Argument” as put forward by one of its proponents, Peter 
van Inwagen : If determinism is true, then our acts are the consequences of 
the laws of nature and events in the remote past. But it is not up to us what 
went on before we were born; and neither is it up to us what the laws of 
nature are. 

Therefore the consequences of these things (including our own acts) are not up to 
us. (From An Essay on Free Will, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983, p. 16) 

To say it is not “up to us” what “went on before we were born,” or “what the laws 
of nature are,” is to say that there is nothing we can now do to change the past 
or alter the laws of nature (it is beyond our control)

Consequence Argument in steps: 

(1) There is nothing we can now do to change the past. 

(2) There is nothing we can now do to change the laws of nature. 

(3) There is nothing we can now do to change the past and the laws of nature. 

(4) If determinism is true, our present actions are necessary consequences of the 
past and the laws of nature. (That is, it must be the case that, given the past 

and the laws of nature, our present actions occur.) 

(5) Therefore, there is nothing we can now do to change the fact that our present 
actions occur.



Or the idea of freely chosen action doesn’t stand a chance if determinism 
is true.

Theories in Psychology which were influenced by determinism:

Sigmund Freud’s  psychoanalytic theory of personality (1926): 
• People’s behaviour and choices are controlled the unconscious desires
• But there is no one single cause to one single behaviour – most behaviour

have multiple causes both conscious & unconscious. Conscious causes are 
taken to be reasons.

• The conscious reasons are rationales invented by us to make our choices 
more acceptable.

• Conscious choices are illusion.
B.F. Skinner’s radical behaviourism (1953): 

• People’s behaviour is determined by their reinforcement histories.
• Every Response is a result of the reinforcement history associated to that

combination of Stimuli conditions or how they have programmed the person 
to respond/behave.

• In his book Beyond freedom and dignity (1971) he argued that predictable 
behaviours are determined and only if the behaviour is not predictable it is 
freely chosen.

Watson, McDougall (1908) also assumed the principle of causation to 
explain human behaviour.



When Free will is compatible to determinism

• Soft determinism Is compatible with Free will – it is not 
controversial among most psychologists today.  

• Philosophers like Locke, Hume, Hobbes, Mill support this view 
(compatibilism).

• Psychologists like Hebb (1974) supports this view – “I am a 
determinist.  I assume that what I am and how I think are entirely 
products of heredity and my environmental history. I have no 
freedom about what I am, but this is not what free will is about. 
The question is whether my behaviour is entirely controlled by 
present circumstances. That shaping, including how I think about 
things may incline me to act in opposition to the shaping of the 
present environment would be likely to induce …I may decide to be 
polite to others, …decide to goof off when I should be working. If 
my past has shaped me to goof off and I do goof off despite my 
secretary’s urging, that’s free will. But it’s not indeterminism.”



If  determinism is true then our desires are caused by variety of factors 
– hereditary predisposition, early environment, habit-patterns etc. 
And choices are dependant on our desires upon which we had no 
control. So where are we free?

“it is true that we are less free with respect to our desires  than we are 
with respect to our actions.” (Hospers, 1988) for eg.: if I have a 
desire for alcohol now I may not  be able to un-desire it but I can 
definitely work on it. Through Self-exertion and Will power people 
do gain control over their desires and succeed in changing them.

But only some people have the ability to do so, no matter how hard 
they try. Thus according to this branch of believers in determinism 
the apparent freedom is there, only it’s limited.

The soft deterministic view only requires conscious choice to be 
considered as playing a role somewhere in the causal sequence 
leading to at least some behaviours (Sappington, 1990).



Soft determinism & William James

• William James believed in ‘free will’, ‘will power’ in his personal life but in his 
drive to establish psychology as a science he worked for establishing 
pragmatism – evaluation of ideas in terms of practical utility or usefulness.

• The chapter on ‘will’ in his Principles  of Psychology (1890) was more related 
to attention – “the most essential achievement of the will… when it is most 
‘voluntary’ is to attend to a different object and hold it fast before the mind… 
effort of attention is thus the essential phenomenon of will.”

• He believed ‘determinism’ best explains the scientific view of world & ‘free 
will’ better explains our social, moral, political, legal practices, personal and 
subjective experiences.

• According to his view of soft-determinism: free will depends on the 
behaviours’ type of cause not whether the behaviour is caused or not. If the 
behaviour is immediately/nearly caused by consciousness, purposefulness, 
personality personal continuity (CLM) then the behaviour is 
free/rational/voluntary/purposive.



Another view in philosophy says : “Determinism is not only compatible 
with human freedom, but human freedom is possible only  on the 
assumption that determinism is true” (Hospers, 1988).

Freedom means: absence of constraints (negative sense)
Also an ability (positive sense) – being free not from restraints but being 

free to do certain things – to choose. Free to walk, free to sing if 
simply one chooses to.

To explain: like everything else, our actions are also caused (determinism) 
– Our actions are caused by Us. 

Or I caused my actions (freedom). 
As long as the cause of the behaviour is You, freedom is not restricted 

logically by ‘determinism’. If actions of other people/ environmental 
conditions or conditions within self restrict your freedom – the 

doctrine of universal causality is not to blame!

According to this view: in human behaviour ‘to cause’ is not to ‘compel’ 
someone to do something. Compelling  a person to sign a deed under 
threat is only a special occasion. Most human actions are rather 
caused & not compelled. Among our varied desires, if the final act is 
caused by our choice then it’s our freedom (compatibilism).



Libet’s conscious will – free will – compatibilism

• according to Libet (1999) & other psychologists, Conscious free choice = free 
will.

• Banks & Pockett critics unconscious mental activity to be more important than 
just Libet’s paradigm & veto to be more of an impulsive action than conscious 
deliberation because it acts within a narrow time gap.

Compatibilism: “free will is not absolute freedom but unrestrained ability to act.”

i.e. the preconscious processes (whether brain processes or unconscious) leading 
to decision is not a hindrance to freedom as long as the action is not compelled 
by any external force. That RP precedes W in Libet’s experiment is not a concern
for compatibilists – rather it can be seen as the first neuropsychological evidence 
of ‘action’ according to this view.

Compatibilists (Velmans, 2000, 2002,2003) say it is not necessary for us to be 
conscious of the decision when we make it, to be free. Unconscious antecedents 
for conscious motivation is part of self’s identity ultimately reflecting in his/her 
actions & conscious experience.



George Kelly – freedom & personal constructs

Like other supporters of  ‘soft determinism’ he also believed in partial freedom.

According to him, humans first create ‘constructs’ that helps them to organize, 
manage, predict, control the otherwise chaotic world (both internal & external) 
around.  Constructs are a kind of control one places for ones life – binding sets of 
events into convenient bundles for the one forming it, so that the bundles of 
events become more predictable, manageable & controllable (Kelly, 1955).

Humans are free to define the situations, natural events but constructs make them 
predictable. 

Thus neither freedom nor determinism is absolute – both are relative. Once the 
‘constructs’ are defined and we tend to see the world through that filter one 

action determines the others occurrence. But humans are free to change their 
constructs. 

Eg: one has a primary construct of ‘beauty’ – s/he will do the needful according to this 
primary construct to look ‘beautiful’ or to choose something ‘beautiful’ or so on. 
Once this construct changes s/her behaviour with respect to or associated to this 

construct will also change.  



Liberitarianism – (a shift from cause to reason)

A mechanistic view of people (if determinism is true) reduces human to 
something less human, implied in usage of terms like ‘subject’ 
(Gross,2009).

“Genuine free will, we believe, could not exist in a world that was completely 
determined by Fate or God, or the laws of physics or logic, or heredity and 
environment, psychological or social conditioning, and so on (Fischer, 
Kane, Pereboom & Vargas, 2009).”

• Laws stating sufficient conditions for a human behaviour to occur is only 
applicable when the human being is passive (Hospers, 1988). For eg: 
necessary conditions for an action can be enlisted (fingers, fine motor skill, 
creative flair etc.) –but what exactly one will do with those at a given point 
of time is unpredictable (write a letter, play an instrument etc.).

• As put by Benn & Peters (1965): “Freud’s brilliant discoveries were not of 
the causes of actions like signing contracts,…rather they were of things 
that happen to a man like dreams, hysteria and slips of tongue. These 

might be called “passions” more appropriately than “actions”,… One class 
of psychology, then, gives causal explanations which seem sufficient to 

account for what happens to a man, but not for what he does.”



• According to this view since only causal antecedents are not 
sufficient conditions of causality, to know what a person does 
exactly in his/her goal directed movement we need to look for 
his/her reasons to do so. And Reasons are not Causes. 

• Human nature is ‘special’ and so  the explanation of human actions 
should be lying in the reason they have to perform/do it. Not in the 
causes.

• Such “theory of agency”  doesn’t support indeterminism (since I am 
the cause of my action) and nor determinism (which says every 
impulse/thought/… is the inevitable consequence of antecedent 
conditions).

• Concepts like “being in itself”(Sartre),  “free action” (Kant), “will to 
power” (Nietzsche), “the self” with it’s self actualizing tendency 

(Rogers), “telosponse” (Rychlak), “social cognitive model” stressing 
on the ‘traidic reciprocal causation’ by Bandura – can be linked.



Abraham Maslow & Carl Rogers view towards human Freedom 

Maslow didn’t right away reject the role of unconscious or behaviourism but 
opined that the private (subjective) & public (objective) aspects of a human 
being needs to be integrated for a holistic picture. 

Rogers distinguished between ‘human nature’ & ‘behaviour’, not excluding 
determinism altogether. He focused on ‘self concept’ which is an organized , 
consistent set of perceptions, beliefs about oneself including our awareness of 
‘what we are’ and ‘what we can do’.  To him human nature is growth oriented 
in contrast to being bound to ‘pleasure principle’ as explained by Freud. 
According to him in therapy & life, free human beings struggle to become 
more free. Humans choose to decide and then react uniquely to their 
personal experiences, which are very important aspects of life (Morea, 1990).

For them, personal responsibility, agency, self, choice & free will were legitimate 
issues in psychology. Individuals should be observed phenomenologically –
from the individual’s own perspective instead of being detached. 

Belived that human behaviour is not simply a result of past or environmental 
contingencies.  

They both talked about self actualization. But for Maslow it is a goal & for Rogers 
it reflects the process of becoming a ‘fully functioning’ person. “the healthy 
fully functioning individual not only experiences but utilizes, the most 
absolute freedom when he spontaneously, freely and voluntarily chooses and 
wills that which is absolutely determined” (Rogers, 1983).



Erich Fromm’s idea about ‘fear of freedom’ and ‘free will’

According to him humans are born free (the ability to do/ act… otherwise than 
told/expected…) but because of the ‘fear of freedom’ one escapes and 
chooses to  surrender to a person/ ideology/organization. In life all humans 
face a fundamental decision: either one accepts freedom or avoids it. 

Fear of freedom reflects the ‘separation’ brought about in individuals once they 
are free from any indoctrination. Separation from nature (nature’s laws), 
dogma & authority frees people. But it also makes people lonely, potentially 
insignificant (without an identifiable/belonging group) and alone.

Freedom is there but it’s never absolute – one’s freedom is dependant on the 
available alternatives one has in life. Determinism follows when one 
surrenders to a particular ‘way of life’(positive or negative). 

‘Soft determinism’ is mentioned in his work: ‘The Heart of Man’ (1964), but he 
seems to be more for free choice stressing on the moral nature of humans 
which can’t exist without their freedom to choose good or bad, right or wrong 
(Morea, 1990).



To sum up: 

Freud’s psycholanalytic theory & behaviourism both sees people as being controlled by internal 

(unconscious) or external (environmental contingencies) forces over which people have no or very 

less control. i.e. both theories appear deterministic, depicting humans having machine-like 

mechanisms, predictable and following mechanistic laws. In such a circumstance the existence of 

free will is crucial to psychology. The ‘third force’ or humanistic psychologists on the other hand 

believes in human agency and views people as responsible for their own actions rather than being 

passive actors. The existential viewpoint takes into account the varied components of  human 

freedom and how it is dealt with, in the course of  a life – which in the first place didn’t occur by 

‘choice’ of the individual.  Human behaviour and action have also been understood as an integrated 

outcome of relative freedom & determinism. With respect to human actions they are more 

commonly not seen as absolute opposites. But logically and philosophically the debate continues 

that if one is true the other can’t be.

“The distinction between free choice and unfree action has enormous and widespread significance 

individually, socially, historically, and politically.” Existence or no-existence of free will is impossible to 

be proven. It also seems equally impossible to prove if a person could have acted differently under 

exact same circumstances. As psychologists, rather than solving the metaphysical question (which 

philosophers have done for long) we can try to understand the difference in free & unfree actions 

(Baumeister, 2008).
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